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Abstract

Magical realism is among the literary modes in which elements of reality and imagination are so intricately interwoven that all imaginary
events appear entirely natural and real, allowing the audience to readily accept these supernatural occurrences. Hassan Kamal, an Egyptian
contemporary writer, and Gholamhossein Saedi, an Iranian contemporary writer, were both inclined toward this style, and Kamal’s Al-
Marhiim and Saedi’s Fear and Trembling were composed within this framework. In both narratives, key components of magical realism—
such as the grotesque and symbolism—are prominently employed. The interplay between the imaginary and the real worlds is evident
throughout both works. At the same time, other defining elements of this literary mode cannot be overlooked. Both authors have employed
magical realist techniques primarily in the service of humanistic concerns. Kamal endeavors to affirm and explore Egyptian identity,
whereas Saedi, through his depiction of popular superstitions in parts of southern regions, reveals the authentic identity of those
communities. In this study, after examining the characteristics and historical background of magical realism, along with a brief overview
of the biographies of the two aforementioned authors, the elements of magical realism—particularly the grotesque and symbolism—in
their works are analyzed. Using a descriptive—analytical method, the narrative techniques employed by these writers are elucidated for the
audience.
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Extended Abstract

Magical realism emerged as one of the most influential narrative modes for representing societies in which
historical trauma, colonial pressure, collective memory, and local myth could not be adequately expressed
through conventional realism alone. In the Latin American context, the rediscovery of indigenous and folk
traditions, together with the experience of oppression and domination, encouraged writers to narrate historical
realities through an imaginative mode in which the marvelous could be presented as ordinary and believable.
In such a literary structure, reality is not negated; rather, it is expanded through the coexistence of empirical
fact, dream, superstition, myth, and symbolic suggestion. The distinctive power of magical realism lies
precisely in this fusion: events that appear irrational, supernatural, or impossible are narrated in such a natural
and unforced way that the reader accepts them as part of the internal logic of the fictional world (1, 3, 4, 6, 19).
Critics have therefore treated magical realism not merely as an extension of realism but as a distinct literary
formation in which causal relations are destabilized, temporal order becomes permeable, and the visible world
is constantly penetrated by concealed layers of experience, memory, and belief (5, 7, 8). This mode has been
particularly productive in the literature of societies marked by censorship, dictatorship, ideological repression,
and fractured cultural identities, because it allows authors to encode criticism, preserve collective memory,
and depict hidden truths without relying on direct documentary representation (1, 4). Within this framework,
Hassan Kamal in Egypt and Gholamhossein Saedi in Iran can be read as writers who deploy magical realism
in order to illuminate deeply rooted social contradictions, anxieties, and cultural tensions. Kamal’s Al-Marhum
and Saedi’s Fear and Trembling both operate in narrative spaces where the real and the unreal are interwoven,
where death coexists with daily routine, and where the grotesque and the symbolic function not as decorative
devices but as central mechanisms for revealing truth. The present study therefore examines the magical realist
structures of these two works with special emphasis on grotesque representation and symbolism, seeking to
show how both writers transform social crisis, psychological disturbance, and collective fear into compelling
literary form (15, 16, 21, 23).

The comparative importance of these two texts becomes clearer when placed against the biographies and
literary orientations of their authors. Hassan Kamal, a contemporary Egyptian writer with a medical
background, published Al-Marhum in 2013, and the novel reflects both his familiarity with anatomy and death
and his concern with the moral, social, and institutional disorders of Egyptian society (16). The work addresses
sectarian tensions, class contradictions, hollow religiosity, bureaucratic disorder, and the pervasive influence
of coercive power, yet it does so through a fictional universe in which corpses speak, spirits migrate between
bodies, and the anatomy room becomes a threshold between worlds. Gholamhossein Saedi, by contrast,
emerged as one of the most important modern Iranian writers, and his literary imagination was profoundly
shaped by childhood exposure to death, his medical training, and his close observation of the impoverished
and superstitious social environments of southern Iran (2, 13, 14). Fear and Trembling, written in 1968, draws
on Saedi’s encounters with the inhabitants of the southern coastal regions and presents six interconnected
stories whose atmosphere is dominated by dread, disease, deprivation, hallucination, and communal panic (17,
18, 21). Although the two authors belong to different linguistic and cultural traditions, both turn to magical
realism in response to environments where direct speech is constrained and where the deepest truths of social
life are inseparable from nightmare, fantasy, and inherited belief. In both works, the magical does not abolish
the material world but rather intensifies it; the anatomy room, the graveyard, the village hut, the sea, the strange
child, the village healer, and the ominous intruder are all grounded in recognizable reality, yet each becomes
the site of a rupture through which hidden meanings emerge (16, 20, 21). As a result, both texts present magical
realism as a deeply humanistic mode. Kamal uses it to explore Egyptian identity, moral decay, frustrated
aspiration, and the persistence of conscience amid corruption, while Saedi employs it to expose the
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psychological and social damage produced by ignorance, fear, isolation, and destructive superstition (13, 15,
23).

One of the central findings of the study is that grotesque representation functions in both narratives as a highly
effective means of intensifying contradiction. The grotesque, historically associated with exaggeration,
deformation, hybridity, and the coexistence of attraction and repulsion, is especially compatible with magical
realism because both modes depend on paradoxical combinations: terror and laughter, revulsion and
fascination, familiarity and estrangement (8, 9, 19). In Al-Marhum, grotesque scenes repeatedly emerge from
the collision of death and ordinary desire. The dead continue to seek fulfillment, spirits inhabit bodies not their
own, and the anatomy room becomes a place not simply of physical dissection but of emotional continuation.
Episodes such as the wandering of the deceased protagonist among corpses, the eerie burial scenes, the corpse-
child imagery, and the unsettling interplay of desire, revenge, guilt, and tenderness generate precisely the
ambivalent response characteristic of the grotesque: the reader is horrified, then amused, then moved, and then
unsettled again (16). The grotesque here is not gratuitous; it dramatizes the distortion of life under social and
institutional failure. In Fear and Trembling, grotesque space is generated less by postmortem mobility than by
communal dread and superstition. Saedi creates a village world in which a mysterious black figure, a disturbing
child, a frightening healer, malformed bodies, inexplicable sounds, and ominous arrivals produce a continuous
state of anxiety and instability (20, 21). The grotesque body of the mullah, the uncanny child with abnormal
features, the flies emerging from a mouth, and the villagers’ ritualized reactions all create a domain in which
fear becomes socially organized and collectively sustained. Saedi’s achievement lies in rendering these bizarre
events experientially plausible through dense sensory detail, local speech, and a fully realized social
environment, thereby allowing the grotesque to appear not as fantasy detached from reality but as the emotional
truth of life in a closed and traumatized community (15, 18, 22). In both texts, therefore, the grotesque becomes
a narrative strategy for revealing what ordinary realism might fail to capture: the distortion of consciousness
under oppression, the penetration of fear into daily life, and the unstable border between the living and the
dead, the rational and the irrational.

A second major finding concerns the extensive and meaningful deployment of symbolism. Magical realism,
by its very nature, lends itself to symbolic density because it presents the world as layered, suggestive, and
open to meanings beyond surface appearance. Symbolism in these texts is not merely ornamental but structural;
it organizes character, space, object, and atmosphere into systems of implication that carry political, social,
emotional, and metaphysical significance (10, 12, 23). In Al-Marhum, the protagonist himself functions as a
symbol of awakened conscience, spiritual endurance, and the unresolved relation between the moral and
material orders. As a figure who moves between grave and earth, corpse and consciousness, he becomes a
mediator between forgotten truth and corrupted life, a bearer of memory in a degraded world (16). The anatomy
room likewise operates symbolically as a liminal place in which death is stripped of finality and existence is
exposed in its rawest form. It is at once a site of scientific objectivity, existential equality, suspended life, and
moral revelation. Characters such as Samiha and Farha also carry symbolic functions: love sacrificed by social
failure, fear transformed into dependence, desire entangled with mortality, and fragility trapped within
violence. In Fear and Trembling, symbolism is even more diffusely embedded in the environment. The moon,
though traditionally associated with fertility, appears in degraded and ominous forms and thus becomes a sign
of death, unease, and ill fate (24, 25). The sea functions ambivalently as a source of life, mystery, and
annihilation, reflecting both the villagers’ dependence and their vulnerability (26, 27). Wind, night, bamboo,
crabs, chains, the coffin, the anchor, circular forms, and blackness all participate in a symbolic system through
which the text encodes spirit possession, deception, cyclical suffering, instability, enslavement, false salvation,
temporary calm, and the omnipresence of death (26, 27). Even foreign ships and strange visitors become
symbols of dependency, cultural invasion, social dislocation, and the collapse of communal autonomy.
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Through these symbols, both novels move beyond literal narration and transform concrete settings into fields
of cultural interpretation.

Methodologically, the study adopts a descriptive-analytical and comparative approach, reading the two works
through the conceptual framework of magical realism while focusing specifically on grotesque space and
symbolic construction. Rather than treating marvelous events as isolated curiosities, the analysis considers
their narrative integration, psychological resonance, and sociocultural function. This approach makes it
possible to show that the unbelievable in both texts is carefully grounded through realist detail, narrative
continuity, and patterned repetition. In Al-Marhum, the credibility of the impossible depends on the consistent
logic of the fictional world: the graveyard, the anatomy room, bodily displacement, and postmortem desire are
narrated with such confidence and concrete specificity that the marvelous becomes internally coherent (16). In
Fear and Trembling, believability emerges from the accumulation of local detail: the southern village
landscape, the huts, the sea, the rituals, the healers, the villagers’ speech, and the material culture of everyday
life create a strong realist base that permits the incursion of uncanny events without dissolving the narrative
into fantasy (17, 20, 21). The analysis therefore demonstrates that both Kamal and Saedi rely on a double
movement: they intensify reality through sensory and social precision while simultaneously opening it to the
marvelous, the irrational, and the symbolic. This dual strategy is precisely what allows magical realism to
perform critique. Kamal uses the grotesque and symbolic to expose institutional incompetence, unrealized
longing, ethical failure, and social fragmentation in Egypt, whereas Saedi uses the same devices to reveal the
destructive force of fear, superstition, social backwardness, and collective helplessness in the Iranian south
(13, 16, 21, 23). The study also indicates that the novelty of the comparison lies in foregrounding grotesque
representation in these two particular works, since earlier research has examined magical realism in Saedi or
in Arabic fiction more broadly, but has not adequately centered the grotesque dimension in a comparative
reading of Al-Marhum and Fear and Trembling (8, 23, 25).

In conclusion, the comparative reading of Al-Marhum and Fear and Trembling shows that magical realism in
both works serves as a powerful medium for articulating truths that are too painful, too repressed, or too
complex to be represented through straightforward realism alone. Both Hassan Kamal and Gholamhossein
Saedi transform death, fear, social disorder, and frustrated human desire into narrative worlds in which the
marvelous is inseparable from lived reality. Their use of grotesque imagery deepens the emotional force of the
texts by making readers experience contradiction directly, while their symbolic structures expand the meaning
of character, place, and event far beyond literal reference. Yet the two writers do not use magical realism in
exactly the same way: Kamal’s novel is more concerned with moral consciousness, institutional failure, and
the tragic distance between aspiration and reality, whereas Saedi’s collection emphasizes collective fear,
superstition, and the social psychology of a closed and vulnerable community. Despite these differences, both
works reveal how magical realism can preserve realism while transcending its limitations, creating a literary
form capable of criticism, empathy, cultural diagnosis, and existential reflection. Through the interplay of the
grotesque and the symbolic, both texts present not an escape from reality but a deeper descent into it, showing
that what appears strange or impossible may in fact be the most truthful expression of historical suffering,
communal anxiety, and the human struggle for meaning.
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